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What is Wisdom? ability to live a good life

A wise person knows how to say the right thing at the right 
time and do the right act at an opportune moment. Timing is 
everything when it comes to skilful living. 

Tremper Longman III

‘Wisdom is proved right by all her children.’ 
Luke 7:35

What is Wisdom Literature?

OT Wisdom Literature

•Job 

• Proverbs 

• Ecclesiastes  

• Some Psalms  

•Song of Songs

The Wisdom Literature that we find 
in the Bible . . . is part of a class of 
literature that is common across a 
wide spectrum of ancient Near 
Eastern culture . . . And the 
Israelites were well aware of this 
fact. Indeed, they admired the 
wisdom of other nations, even in 
the process of praising their own. 

Chris Wright 
The Mission of God, p. 442

God gave Solomon wisdom and very great insight, and a 
breadth of understanding as measureless as the sand on the 
seashore. Solomon’s wisdom was greater than the wisdom 
of all the people of the East, and greater than all the wisdom 
of Egypt. He was wiser than anyone else, including Ethan 
the Ezrahite – wiser than Heman, Kalkol and Darda, the sons 
of Mahol. And his fame spread to all the surrounding 
nations. 

1 Kings 4:30–31



[This] only makes sense as a 
compliment if the latter were justly 
renowned for their great wisdom. 
The point was not to vilify the 
wisdom of other nations, but to 
acknowledge their great reputation 
in order to exalt Solomon’s as even 
greater. 

Chris Wright 
The Mission of God, p. 442

How do we handle wisdom 
literature?

Proverbs: life takes some 
thinking about
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Ecclesiastes:  
life doesn’t make sense
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Job:  
life is unjust
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Song of Songs:  
love is great
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Psalms: 
life is varied
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How does WisLit fit into the 
mission of God?

wisdom literature reflects 
common human concerns



wisdom literature reflects 
common grace

[T]he wise in Israel found it possible to affirm many values 
and teachings that they found in noncovenant nations. This 
is an important counterbalance to the more familiar rejection 
of the gods and religious practices of other nations that we 
find in the law and the prophets. Wisdom is remarkably open 
and affirming. 

Wright, p. 445 

wisdom literature reflects  
human failure

Israel’s welcoming approach to the wisdom of other nations 
was far from an uncritical acceptance of whatever they 
found there. On the contrary, not only did they utterly 
exclude any hint of the involvement of other gods, they also 
adjusted sayings they adopted to fit into the theological and 
moral framework of their own faith. . . .

They approached the wisdom of other nations with the 
religious and moral disinfectant provided by Yahwistic 
monotheism. 

Chris Wright 
The Mission of God, p. 446

. . . while a missional approach to other cultures will seek to 
affirm whatever it can there, it will also discern the marks of 
sin, selfishness and idolatry that infect all cultures. Such 
discernment cannot be predetermined but comes from long 
engagement and profound understanding, otherwise we may 
reject too quickly and without sympathetic understanding 
that which is merely strange or exotic to ourselves. . . .

A constant missiological task, which is not a modern one but 
goes back to the Bible itself, is identifying the criteria that 
determine the fine lines between cultural relevance and 
theological syncretism. 

Chris Wright 
The Mission of God, p. 447

wisdom literature is insufficient
[W]hile Wisdom may provide a bridge, it does not in itself 
contain the saving message of the whole biblical gospel. The 
Wisdom literature of the Old Testament has a built in self-
critique that questions its own adequacy to solve the 
problems is addresses. . . .



Missional engagement . . . may well build a bridge with 
other cultures through the common international quality of 
biblical Wisdom, but the bridge in itself is not salvific. 
Eventually something must cross the bridge. . . . 

And that can only be the message of the biblical gospel, of 
the identity of YHWH and the full biblical story of his 
redemption of the world through Jesus Christ. 

Chris Wright 
The Mission of God, p. 447–448

wisdom literature anticipates the 
ultimate wise man

The Queen of the South will rise at the judgment with the 
people of this generation and condemn them, for she came 
from the ends of the earth to listen to Solomon’s wisdom; 
and now something greater than Solomon is here. 

Luke 11:31

moving from wisdom 
literature to Jesus

1. Redemptive-historical 
progression 

2. Anticipations (typology) 

3. Promise and fulfilment 

4. Analogy 

5. New Testament 
references 

6. Longitudinal themes 

7. Contrast

7 ways of going from the OT to Jesus

Sidney Greidanus, Preaching Christ from the Old Testament

analogy

If you look for it as for silver 

    and search for it as for hidden treasure, 

then you will understand the fear of the Lord 

    and find the knowledge of God. 

For the Lord gives wisdom; 
    from his mouth come knowledge and understanding. 

Proverbs 2:4–6

My goal is that they may be encouraged in heart and united 
in love, so that they may have the full riches of complete 
understanding, in order that they may know the mystery of 
God, namely, Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of 
wisdom and knowledge.  

Colossians 2:2–3



discuss

How can you move from Proverbs 23:4–5 to Jesus?
Proverbs

discuss

See 1:8; 2:1; 3:1; 4:1; etc., and compare with 1:2–7. 
What was the original target audience of the book of 
Proverbs? Only young men, and if so, what are the 
implications? 

What is the purpose of the book? 

Why is the fear of the Lord the beginning of wisdom?
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from father to son(s) Structure

speeches (chs. 1–9) 
proverbs (chs. 10–31) ‘Woman Wisdom’

1:20–33; 8:1–36; 9:1–6; 13–18

Characteristics of proverbs



self-contained fixed form present or future tense

not in first person poetic features Literary forms

• proverb image – the literal level 

• proverb message – the meaning 

• architectural formula – relationship 
between the image and message

3 components

The literary norms of the Proverbs collection bespeak a 
quest for order clarified by means of comparisons and 
contrasts that express the dependability of the universe and 
encourage those qualities within the human community. 

Alyce McKenzie 
Preaching Proverbs: Wisdom for the Pulpit, p. 38

equational proverbs

comparisons



A ⇒ B 

A̅ ⇒ B ̅
A Like a gold ring in a pig’s snout 

B  is a beautiful woman who shows no  
  discretion. 

Proverbs 22:11

A Where your treasure is,  

B  there your heart will be also. 
Matthew 6:21

A The plans of the diligent  

B  lead to profit 

A as surely as haste  

B  leads to poverty. 
Proverbs 21:5

A Where there is no revelation,  

B  people cast off restraint. 
Proverbs 29:18

oppositional proverbs

contrasts

A ⇏ B A An inheritance claimed too soon 

B  will not be blessed at the end 
Proverbs 20:21

A A person may think  
 their own ways are right, 

B  but the Lord weighs the heart. 
Proverbs 21:2



A > B
A Better to live on a corner of the roof 

B  than share a house with a  
  quarrelsome wife.  

Proverbs 21:9

discuss

Find five examples of ‘equational proverbs’. 

Find five examples of ‘oppositional proverbs’.

5 principles proverbs are generalisations, not 
universal truths

proverbs provide guidance not 
promises

some proverbs need 
contextualising

proverbs should be read as  
part of a collection

proverbs must be read within the 
theological context of covenant



discuss

Read Luke 24:25–27,44–48. How does the book of 
Proverbs point to Jesus?

Ecclesiastes Qohelet – ‘the teacher’

Meaninglessness ‘hebel
• Pleasure (2:1–11)  

•Wisdom (2:12–17) 

•Work (2:18–23; 4:4–6) 

• Power (4:13–16) 

•Wealth (5:10 – 6:9)

Meaningless because of death Carpe diem! Meaningless because of injustice



Meaningless because of  
time and chance

discuss

How many voices are there in Ecclesiastes? See 1:1–18; 
12:8–14. 

Is the overall message of Ecclesiastes the message of 
Qohelet? What is the main message?

Where to look for  
ultimate meaning

Ecclesiastes is not saying that life 
has no meaning

ultimate meaning is not found in 
anything in this world

experience of futility versus 
awareness of God

glimmers of grace God is not obvious  
in the world

But God is not absent  
from the world



‘Under the sun’ versus ‘above the 
sun’ perspectives
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